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Company was 'because they cannot oppress their poor workmen as
they used, when they might have the choice of a hundred weavers at
their doors every day, the manufacture being a continual refuge for the
indigent and distressed5.92
The history of the parishes of Christchurch and Bethnal Green in the
eighteenth century is one of a continual struggle with poverty and debt,
their workhouses repeatedly swamped with destitute weavers. Indeed,
there were protests in 1743 against raising the hamlet of Bethnal Green
to a parish, on the ground that a church and clergyman were luxuries
that the place could not afford:
The inhabitants . . . consist chiefly of journeymen weavers and other
inferior artificers belonging to the weaving trade, who by hard labour and
industry can scarcely in the most frugal way of life- support themselves, and
as... they are extremely numerous, so a great part of die community consist
likewise of bakers, butchers, victuallers, chandlers and such like trades who
* * . maintain themselves ... in supplying such journeymen weavers with the
necessaries of life, and ... by far the greater number of the houses are lett at
£10 per annum and under by reason of the poverty of the inhabitants... .93
In 1763 the parish complained of the heavy burden of the poor owing
to the great number of journeymen weavers who took apprentices,94
and from this time onwards there were repeated appeals to Parliament
setting forth the misery of Spitalfields. In 1785 the 'working weavers of
Spitalfields* in a protest against the Irish Propositions said that their
trade had been 'in a very declining condition for several years ... for
want of employment poverty and distress are deluging like a torrent
the whole trade'.95 The trade crisis of 1792-3 was severely felt there; a
dispensary doctor thus described the state of the weavers:
It is not in the power of language to describe their long and continued
miseries not brought on by idleness, intemperance or a dissolute course of
life, but human wretchedness, absolutely produced by want of employment
... whole families without fire, without raiment, without food... f6
Four years later things were much the same: *The poverty and distress
of these people at this time (February 1797) are inconceivable,* said
Middleton; 'very generally a family in every room with very little
bedding, firaihure or clothes. The few rags on their backs comprise die
principal part of their,prppertyr* He writes later, *in 1805 and 1806 these

